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Abstract 
Play is the natural communication tool for young children, therefore; play-based educational and therapeutic applications need to
be promoted in early childhood education. Currently, Turkish early childhood education system is improving by the initiatives of
Turkish government and non-governmental organizations both in quantitative and qualitative aspects. This paper discusses the 
current counseling applications in Turkish early childhood education system and suggests the possible ways of improving play 
therapy applications in preschool settings.    
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1. Introduction 
Play is the optimal tool for young children both in educational (Johnson, Christie, & Yawkey, 1999) and 
therapeutic process (Landreth, 2002). Play therapy is defined as a developmentally appropriate intervention for 
young children (Landreth, 2002). The founding of counseling programs in elementary schools enabled the 
counselors to use play therapy techniques in schools (Landreth, 2002). Since then, positive outcomes of play therapy 
applications in diverse settings such as schools, outpatient clinics, residential, and critical incidents settings have 
been proven (Ray, Bratton, Rhine, & Jones, 2005a). Schools provide the counsellors with the chance of access to all 
children. In school counseling, children’s problems in academics, socio-emotional development, and family life can 
be dealed from a preventive or remedial viewpoint (Ray, Muro, & Schumann, 2004). Play therapy is regarded as the 
most appropriate intervention technique for young children. Landreth (2002) reported that play therapy has been 
commonly reported to be effective for the children aged between 3-12 years old. 
Turkish education system promotes the optimal holistic development of young children at the early childhood 
education level. Turkish pre-school education program’s main aim is defined as “supporting psychomotor, socio-
emotional, language and cognitive development, acquisition of self-help skills, and readiness for primary school 
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education” (Ministry of National Education [MONE], 2006, p.12). Therefore, this study emphasizes the usefulness 
of play therapy applications in early childhood education settings in Turkey.   
2. Purposes of the Study 
The main purpose of this study is to determine the applicability of play therapy in Turkish early childhood 
education system. To achieve the main purpose of the study, sources of evidence on (1) the psychological 
counselling and guidance applications in Turkish early childhood education system, (2) positive outcomes of play 
therapy applications in school settings are examined. Finally, suggestions to improve play therapy applications in 
early childhood education settings in Turkey are provided in the following sections.  
3. Sources of Evidence 
3.1. Psychological counselling and guidance in Turkish early childhood education system 
In Turkish education system, the children aged between three and five receive pre-primary education on an 
optional basis (MONE, 2009a). To improve the early childhood education in Turkey, The Mother Child Education 
Foundation, a large scale non-governmental organization, arranged the “7 is too late” initiative. One of the aims of 
the initiative was establishing the legal requirement of compulsory education for children aged between 60-72 
months in Turkey (MCEF, 2009). In the academic year of 2009-2010, the MONE has started the pilot application of 
compulsory education for the age group of 60-72 months in 32 provinces of Turkey (MCEF, 2009). The educational 
statistics for the academic year of 2008-2009 indicated that 33% of the 48-72 months old children, 22.9% of the 36-
72 months old children, and 51% of the 60-72 months old children received pre-school education in Turkey, 
however; these percentages were still below of the international averages (MCEF, 2009). 
 According to “Regulations for Pre-School Education Institutions” (MONE, 2009b), a psychologist must be 
employed in pre-school education institutions in order to ascertain children’s psychological well-being and intervene 
in the children’s psychological problems that may arise. This regulation also highlights the importance of play and 
describes it as the optimal tool for learning. However, the importance of “play therapy” is not mentioned in the job 
description of the psychologist employed at the pre-school education. Moreover, “Psychological Counselling and 
Guidance Regulation” (MONE, 2009c), indicates that psychological counselling and guidance services at the pre-
school and primary school levels aim the child, the family, and the teachers to be aware of child’s skills, talents, and 
other characteristics. The regulation also emphasizes the importance of child’s immediate environment, individual 
and social development, improvement of effective learning and study skills, and motivation (MONE, 2009c). 
However, this regulation lacks of the clear job descriptions for counsellors employed at the early childhood 
education levels.   
Currently, the literature review on psychological counselling and guidance applications in Turkish pre-school 
education system does not go beyond of an examination of legal regulations due to the absence of original research 
on this issue. However, considering the positive effects of high quality non-parental daycare on later socio-
emotional well being (Bohlin & Hagekull, 2009), the quality of counselling services at the early childhood education 
level sets a considerable issue. Therefore, this section clarifies the needs for original research on counselling in early 
childhood education and detailed job descriptions for psychologists and guidance counselors employed at the early 
childhood education institutions.   
3.2. Sources of research evidence  
3.2.1. Play therapy and early childhood education 
Studies suggest that play is the mean communication tool during early childhood period and play-based curricular 
approaches and psychological interventions work best for young children (Fleer, 2008; Russ, 2004). Play therapy 
has been defined as the most important psychological intervention technique for young children because of its 
implementation of play (Davenport and Bourgeois, 2008), the natural language of children (Axline, 1969). 
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Play therapy applications in schools have been proven to be effective in working with children identified with a 
variety of emotional and behavioural difficulties (Cattanach, 2003).  
The review of literature on play therapy applications in school counselling revealed that studies regarding this 
issue are mainly conducted at the pre-school and elementary school levels. Although, there is a lack of research on 
counselling in early childhood education in Turkey, it is believed that a review of studies conducted in other 
countries can help in providing significant suggestions for the applicability of play therapy in Turkish early 
childhood education system.      
3.2.2. Filial play therapy applications in school settings 
Research on play therapy in school counselling provides positive results of “Landreth’s 10-week filial training 
model” (Landreth, 2002) for students, teachers, parents, and peers. The main aim of the filial therapy is to train 
parents about the necessary play therapy skills to perform play seances (Guerney, 1964). The rationale for filial play 
therapy suggests that parents are the most important agents in young children’s lives, therefore; parents can provide 
better play therapy environments for children than counsellors (Guerney, 1964). The theoretical approach of filial 
therapy also overlaps with the basis of early childhood education curriculum. In early childhood education, parents 
are regarded as the most important figures in children’s lives and parents’ roles and appropriate interventions in play 
are regarded as an essential part of the child’s optimal development. Current filial play therapy applications also 
showed the benefits of involving child’s immediate environment such as teachers and parents in the play therapy 
process (Ray, Muro, & Schumann, 2004). Davenport and Bourgeois’s (2008) review of literature implied the 
essentiality of quality of parent-child interactions across all play therapy interventions. The developmental path of 
child’s play is intervened with the socio-cultural aura involving the family and school at the first place 
(Bronfenbrenner, 1974; Vygotsky, 1976). A recent longitudinal study conducted by the National Institute of Child 
Health and Human Development (NICHD, 2004) showed the positive effects of nurturing mother-child play 
interactions for a healthy socio-emotional development in children from early infancy to the end of second grade.        
Robinson, Landreth, & Packman (2007) studied the efficacy of involvement of peer facilitators in play therapy 
applications with young children. In Robinson’s et al. (2007) study, the 5th grade students received “Landreth’s 10-
week filial therapy training” (Landreth, 2002) to be the therapeutic agents in play seances with kindergarteners in an 
elementary school. Robinson et al. (2007) concluded that involvement of peer facilitators in play therapy 
applications helped in developing a sense of the school as a community for the children involved in the study. They 
suggested that training of peers to be therapeutic agents in play therapy can help in overcoming of some problems 
reported by school counsellors such as time restraints and high number of children in need of counselling. 
3.2.3. Play therapy applications in schools with culturally diversed children and children at risk 
In school counselling, counsellors need to serve the needs of children from diverse socio-cultural backgrounds 
and children at risk. Baggerly and Parker (2005) emphasized the culturally sensitive approach of child-centred play 
therapy in their research with African-American boys in elementary schools. They concluded that play therapy 
sessions enabled the African-American boys to reflect their feelings in play through providing a safe environment, 
diverse and therapeutic toys.  Baggerly and Parker’s (2005) study also highlighted the importance of culturally 
sensitive approach of school counsellors and their knowledge about the diverse cultures. However, Foley, Higdon, 
and White (2006) also cautioned against the confounding factors in applications of filial therapy for families from 
diverse cultural backgrounds. Parents from diverse cultures can have difficulties in understanding the philosophy of 
child-centred play therapy and require additional training.  
Additionally, Post, McAllister, Sheely, Hess, and Flowers (2004) used “Landreth’s 10-week filial training 
model” (Landreth, 2002) for at-risk children and their teachers. The participants in the study had specific 
behavioural problems and were aged between 2.1 and 5.4. At the end of the training, children had higher scores on 
Behaviour Assessment Scale for Children (Reynolds & Kamphaus, 1998). Results also indicated improved play 
therapy and emphatic responding skills for teachers. Smith and Landreth (2004) also reported positive outcomes of 
filial therapy training for deaf and hard hearing preschool children and their teachers.  
3.2.4. Limitations in applying play therapy in school counseling 
Studies on play therapy applications in school counselling revealed some negative factors detrimental for the 
efficacy of play therapy. Shen (2006) surveyed the school counselors in Texas to determine the status of play 
therapy applications in school settings and found that 35% of the counselors used play therapy in spite of the 
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inadequacy of play therapy resources. The insufficiency of play materials and non-availability of play rooms in 
schools were the factors that negatively influences the quality of play therapy. Ray, Armstrong, Warren, and Balkin 
(2005) surveyed 381 school counselors in elementary schools about play therapy applications in school counselling. 
Although participants were found to believe in the effectiveness of play therapy in school counselling, the lack of 
time and training were identified as the main limitations that negatively affect play therapy implementations. Green 
and Christensen (2006) emphasized the need for further training in play therapy in elementary schools. Dougherty 
and Ray (2007) emphasized the importance of practical knowledge about developmental stages and corresponding 
play behaviors of young children for play therapists.  
Ray et al.’s (2005a) comprehensive meta-analytic review research of 93 studies determined the factors influential 
on the efficacy of play therapy in diverse settings. They found that play therapy was equally helpful across gender, 
age, and presenting concern. However, the effect sizes of play therapy were significantly smaller for schools or 
clinics than those of conducted in critical-incident or residential locations. Ray et al. (2005a) concluded that school 
counseling required counselors to limit the number of play therapy sessions due to the necessity of serving more 
children which is a negative factor on the effectiveness of play therapy in schools.
4. Suggestions to Improve Play Therapy Applications in Turkish Early Childhood Education System 
Current research on counselling in Turkish early childhood education system clarified the need for original 
research on this issue. However, depending on the existing play therapy literature in school settings, some 
suggestions to improve play therapy applications in Turkish early childhood education system are provided below.  
x Original research on counselling services in early childhood education system need to be conducted in Turkish 
preschool institutions.   
x “Regulations for Pre-School Education Institutions” (MONE, 2009b) and “Psychological Counselling and 
Guidance Regulation” (MONE, 2009b) need to provide clear job descriptions for school psychologists and 
counselors. The importance and applications of play therapy also need to be emphasized in these regulations. 
x  Universities need to offer play therapy courses for pre-school teacher candidates, pre-service school 
psychologists and counsellors. The education of early childhood teachers, psychologists, and counsellors need to 
be supported with the in-service trainings on play therapy applications and “Landreth’s 10-week play therapy 
training” (Landreth, 2002). School counsellors and psychologists also need to be supported with the in-service 
training on child development. They also need to be informed about studying with culturally and linguistically 
diverse children, children at risk, and their families.  
x Early childhood education institutions need to be equipped with the play therapy materials and play rooms. 
x The important agents of the young child’s immediate environment such as parents, teachers, peers, and siblings 
can also be trained and involved in filial therapy applications. Especially, the training of peers in filial therapy 
can solve the school counsellor’s problems such as time restraints and the requirement of serving the high 
number of children in need.  
5. Conclusion 
The early years has been indicated as the most important life span for later optimal cognitive and socio-emotional 
development by a growing number of studies (e.g., Landry, 2002; Riojas-Cortez & Flores, 2009). Therefore, it is 
concluded that play, the natural language of children (Axline, 1969), need to be the main communication tool in the 
therapeutic and educational processes for young children. Currently, Turkish early childhood education system 
improves by the initiatives of governmental and non-governmental organizations. The suggestions of this study can 
help in improving play therapy applications in early childhood education settings and quality of education. 
Therefore, the optimal holistic development of young children, the main aim of the Turkish education system can be 
reached. 
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